carries with it significant repercussions while even moderate fitness yields considerable benefits. The United States Air Force (USAF) is improving after decades of disturbing trajectories, but a force wide fitness ethos remains unrealized. Organizational culture and inertia remain the crux of the issue. USAF priorities must reflect the importance of fitness in order to finally achieve a culture of fitness. Leadership provides the example, communicates the message, supplies the incentive, and motivates the behavior that will ultimately succeed.
LEADING A CULTURE OF FITNESS
Despite considerable efforts, Air Force leaders still grapple with how to bolster fitness levels after only three quarters of the force met standards. 1 Fortunately there has been some improvement following an honest assessment, but significant challenges remain. Fitness directly impacts readiness and indirectly affects budgets. For these two reasons fitness has become a strategic issue. In a time of war and declining resources any non-deployable portion of the team creates a burden on the overall force. Additionally, future defense budgets cannot sustain the current trajectory of health related expenses, and the evidence is clear, a more fit force has lower health care
costs. 3 The Air Force must address organizational culture in order to meet fitness goals.
Through sustained leadership Airmen will develop and foster their own culture of fitness.
The following analysis hopes to contribute to that effort.
Definitions
A military's purpose is to win its nation's battles. Victory depends on many things but certainly includes teamwork and team competence across a broad spectrum of tasks. Moreover, because military organizations must operate in unknown environments and conditions, mission preparation cannot be overly specialized. Success also depends on preserving human and material resources. Therefore, fitness for the Air Force must serve these functions-to foster teamwork, to prepare Airmen for unknown environments, and to preserve resources. 4 Towards that end, the USAF must promote norms, values, and beliefs that inspire Airmen, both collectively and individually, to maintain optimum fitness for the institution and themselves. 5 To best prepare for unknown environments, optimum fitness must develop generalized physical skills across many areas such as cardiovascular endurance, stamina, strength, flexibility, power, coordination, agility, balance, and accuracy. 6 Optimum fitness should also preserve resources by focusing on medical wellness measured by parameters such as blood pressure, body fat, bone density, triglycerides, cholesterol, and muscle mass. 7 Additionally, the culture would create both a sense of pride and necessity to obtain and maintain optimal health.
Finally, the institution would attract and retain people with the same mindset. In other words, the shared beliefs, pride, and desire to be part of an optimally fit team define an Air Force culture of fitness.
Strategic Importance
Success on a battlefield traditionally demanded a high level of physical fitness.
Today however, some forms of combat are as physically strenuous as sitting on a couch playing video games, and as the battlefield becomes more and more high-tech, physical fitness may come to seem less important. The reality is not quite as clear though, and the benefits of physical fitness still directly affect many critical aspects of a professional fighting force. Numerous studies indicate physical fitness improves cognitive function, the ability to handle stress, injury recovery, adaptability in harsh environments, and produces a higher level of work performance. 8 Additionally, experience indicates today's asymmetric type warfare has only increased the need for leaders to possess a mental and physical readiness, not decreased it. 9 Not only does physical fitness affect combat readiness, it affects budgets.
Unsustainable health costs will have direct strategic effects on today's ongoing wars, and the United States' ability to fight future wars. 10 Analysis of both follows. 27 The strategic importance of the trajectory is clear, it is unsustainable. The Department of Defense will share in the cost burden and will mirror U.S. health care spending over the last thirty years which grew 2.5 percent faster than the average annual GDP per capita. 28 The drivers of this growth rate are varied but include: increased number of beneficiaries, increased use and expense of medical technologies, and an increase in lifestyle risk factors such as obesity, which can lead to expensive chronic conditions. 29 Creating a culture of fitness can set the conditions required to change trajectory. Fortunately, a recent emphasis on fitness has led to some improvement.
Historical Perspective
For the last six decades the Air Force has been working through at least fourteen different policies on how to conduct, test, and report on physical fitness. 30 Over the years studies have reported numerous program deficiencies, but for various reasons policy changes have focused on test methods. To move forward the Air Force must think differently and instead focus on building a culture of fitness, a necessary foundation that will ultimately improve test scores regardless of the type, difficulty or frequency of testing. A review of historical policies provides an important basis from which to move forward.
Fitness became a prime concern for the US Military after WWI when a study concluded that one out of every three draftees was not fit for duty. 31 Following WWII over 900,000 of the 2 million men tested were unqualified. 32 Results from the Korean War were similar and prompted Eisenhower to champion key modern fitness initiatives. 33 Kennedy also followed suit and began the President's Council on Fitness 39 His research correlated the body's energy production capacity before exhaustion with the body's ability to consume oxygen (VO 2 max -volume per time, oxygen, maximum). 40 By doing this, he proved the body's ability to consume oxygen was also a direct measure of physical fitness. This was the genesis of the Air Force's 1. were placed in remedial fitness and nutrition training in an effort to bring up their score.
After training, those who were unable to pass eventually would receive a -does not meet standards‖ performance report and could ultimately be separated from the Air Force.
Despite a low reported failure rate, independent and surprise audits of the system suggested standards were not being maintained. 50 In addition, many complained because the waist measurement accounted for twenty percent of the test score but was not adjusted for height.
Complaints and the apparent lack of integrity in the testing system brought about the most current program implemented July 1, 2010, AFI 36-2905, Fitness Program.
The categories of testing remain the same but now failure in any one area results in failure overall. In addition, waist measurements are relaxed slightly, and point levels are more incremental for the strength and run portions of the test. Other major changes included a move to semi-annual testing to encourage regular fitness, and finally the creation of an independent Fitness Assessment Cell (FAC).
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Unfortunately data revealed both positive and negative effects of the new fitness policies. Failure rates ballooned from four percent to twenty-three percent after FACs took over testing. 52 Clearly a failure rate of nearly a quarter of the force seems to indicate a culture of fitness has not yet been embraced, but just as troubling is the sudden rise in failure rate. This could be accounted for in three ways: a more current and stricter standard being enforced, a previous lack of test administrator training, or an outright lack of integrity. Regardless of the reason, all three aspects reflect negatively on the service's fitness culture.
Recent changes in the Air Force fitness policies are a move in the right direction, but it is important to understand testing merely reflects a current status and should not serve as the -end state‖ in a culture of fitness. The United States Marine Corps has for many years taken pride in the level of physical fitness of its members. Physical fitness has been associated with professional performance, especially performance in combat. This association is correct because combat is the factor that should matter most to a fighting organization. Communicating the importance of fitness for the entire force is also important.
Certainly the mantra, -Fit to Fight‖ applies to combatants, but some might question whether this applies to the entire Air Force. What about the Airman who works in a cubical and will never see a combat zone for their entire career? One could argue an
Airman is subject to combat at anytime, but this is simply not true for many Airmen, and is a large cultural difference between the Air Force and Marines. The emphasis instead should be how physical fitness supports not only the individual, but also the overall health, and therefore readiness and budget of the Air Force. and Readiness in twenty-three of the seventy messages, but fitness was only a portion of that stated goal. 67 The report concluded senior leaders must never underestimate their ability to create, embed and transmit a culture that will bring about desired change.
John Kotter in his book
Institutional Collectivism contributes to Air Force culture, but communicating how institutional benefits affect all Airmen is just as important.
Future Orientation
The Future Orientation dimension is similar to a savings program set up to take advantage of future compound interest. In other words, how well does an organization reward future-oriented programs and behavior?
The -not enough time to exercise‖ problem is not unique to Air Force culture;
Americans cite that excuse more often than any other. 68 A survey conducted in 2000 indicated only ten percent of USAF members participated in physical fitness programs as compared to eighty-five percent of the Marine's surveyed, seventy-nine percent of the Army, and sixty-two percent of the Navy. 69 The reluctance of leaders to mandate duty hours towards fitness is understandable. By requiring commanders to allocate duty hours towards fitness spends one of their limited and most precious resources-time.
But if the Air Force is serious about creating a culture of fitness it must commit its resources to that priority. Doing so sends a definitive message about the precedence of fitness, and reinforces one of the other main concerns of Air Force leaders, taking care of Airmen. Additionally, studies indicate workplace fitness programs lead to increased performance and productivity. 70 Maintaining the health of Airmen is the physiological equivalent of maintaining airplanes and equipment. Both are important, and both require time. In regards to future orientation, the USAF should have a cultural advantage based on its out of the box thinking and high innovation, but putting words into action is significantly more difficult. 71 Unfortunately operational tempo and demands from bosses will always compete with time to exercise. The dilemmas-fix the airplanes, write the performance report, plan the mission, or take an hour during the day to go workout? This is a false dilemma because there are numerous other solutions; for example, think of the wasted time spent on unnecessary email and repeat online training. The Air Force must focus on the long-term benefits of allocating duty time for fitness by recognizing fitness as a -critical‖
program. The few hours per week paid toward fitness will certainly save future health dollars and lost workdays. The Air Force has some cultural hurdles to overcome, and some difficult policy choices to make, but doing so can create the momentum necessary for building a culture of fitness.
Policy recommendations
After six decades, no matter what the test, testing for fitness does not create a culture of fitness. Clearly, in order to change an organization you must change the culture. By using key embedding and reinforcing mechanisms change is possible.
Recommendations focus on three areas each relating to a cultural dimension analyzed earlier: 1) reward, 2) recruiting, and 3) resources. 73 Change the regulation to require duty day fitness at least three days a week, a powerful message by itself. But leadership through -Deeds, and not words‖ will prove the most successful; leaders out exercising with their Airmen during the duty day will go much farther than almost anything else the Air Force could do to create a culture of fitness. 74 Implementation will experience heavy resistance but is feasible. The effort carries no more risk than mandating duty day equipment maintenance, and in-fact not taking action carries significant risk. It all comes down to leadership.
Conclusions
The Air Force must pursue fitness with the same rigor it maintains aircraft, and doing so will preserve its most valuable asset-Airmen. 2 Current Air Force policy requires all members who deploy to have a current fitness assessment score, however, not all deployment positions require a passing fitness score to deploy. Any position that requires Combat Skills Training, on the other hand, does require a passing score in order to deploy. Medical and commander assessments are the only means to ensure Airmen are not shaving points in order to avoid a deployment based on fitness. , 2011 ). An excellent article beyond the scope of this paper. Although our definition was derived from Crossfit, it is our position that Crossfit is not, and should not be, the only method to reach our definition of fitness. In fact, it is the author's opinion that whatever physical activity individuals enjoy, will do regularly, improves fitness, and contributes to the culture of fitness, hits the mark squarely for where we are aiming. To demand otherwise does not recognize individual talents, nor does it contribute to the overall culture of fitness.
